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THE RELIGIOUS EFFICIENCY OF SUNDAY- 
SCHOOL REFORM. 



Is A Sunday school in which there are graded classes, a 
graded curriculum, and honest study unlikely to see its pupils 
Is Religious converted and becoming members of the church ? 
Pedagogy We can understand that many persons would object 

Religiously to having the issue so sharply drawn. Possibly it 
fFEcnvt might be put more euphemistically, but it is well 

— at least occasionally! — to look an issue squarely in the face. 
And unless we much misread current opinion as to the Sunday 
school, the real objection raised to most proposals for reform 
runs back finally to a fear that a decrease in religious efficiency 
will result from making instruction the teacher's primary aim. 
We are not speaking now of the demagogism that uses pious 
words and appeals to pious feelings for the purpose of buttress- 
ing financial interests, but of that sincere apprehension that is 
to be found in the great body of Sunday-school workers and their 
leaders. They fear to introduce the methods of the day school 
in the Sunday school, lest there be a substitution of learning 
for experience, of examination papers for conversions. 

For our part we have great sympathy with such apprehen- 
sions. If we believed such results would follow from any pro- 
posed reform, we should oppose that "reform" to 
r t ere t j ie jj m j t Q £ our ability. Knowledge is not virtue, 

NOT t 

and promotion in grades is not religious experience. 
As we conceive of the matter any Sunday school that attempts 
to substitute the one for the other is untrue to its mission. 
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But is it reasonable to expect that emphasis upon the educa- 
tional function of the Sunday school is tantamount to religious 
sterility ? 

It must be admitted that the data upon which one can rely 
for an answer are not as numerous as might be wished. Though 
. Sunday schools too frequently have not succeeded 

Conversions in imparting much real knowledge to their pupils, 
Due to Poor they have none the less inculcated principles of 
Instruction? morality Nearly any bright boy or girl will reply 
promptly and correctly to leading questions concerning the 
necessity of being good and loving God and serving Christ. In 
fact, as many a perplexed Sunday-school teacher can testify, 
the promptness of some very unruly and impertinent little 
pupil's reply is the most disheartening difficulty one has to face. 
It is indisputable also that Sunday schools have given thou- 
sands of new members to the churches. But tests made again 
and again in the high school or the college have shown that, not. 
withstanding their years of attendance at Sunday school, the 
very pick of these pupils have practically no accurate knowl- 
edge of even the least recondite biblical matters. They have 
been converted in the Sunday school, but they have hardly 
been instructed. Their Christian lives are tributes to the Chris- 
tian character and persistent care, rather than to the pedagogy, 
of their teachers. 

In the light of such facts it is only natural that many earnest 
Christian workers should favor letting well enough alone. So 
Why Not Let ^ on E as Christian characters result from present 
Well Enouqh methods, why change those methods ? If conver- 
Alone? sions come from the personal influence exerted by 

a teacher during a half hour's miscellaneous conversation over 
religion, how may one know that an attempt to introduce the 
methods of the day school may not jeopardize this influence and 
consequently the pupil's future? 

It is not enough to urge in reply that along with these con- 
versions present methods make toward priggishness, indifference, 
and too frequently an abandonment of all connection with the 
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church when the pupil arrives at maturity. Such phenomena 
certainly do result from ill-judged exhortation and unintelligent 
instruction, but they are liable always to continue in some 
degree as long as the teaching force of the Sunday school is 
volunteer and in many cases devoid of any serious sense of 
responsibility. Serious as the situation is, it can hardly be bet- 
tered by recrimination. The case should be settled on its mer- 
its. Will better instruction prove less effective religiously than 
poor instruction ? 

After all, however, we are not quite without data upon which 
to base opinion. There are in every Sunday school teachers 
Has Experience w ^° not on ^Y exert a strong personal influence 
Shown the over their pupils, but who conscientiously study 

Religious their lessons and induce the members of their 

Inefficiency of c i asses to ^ Q tne sarne . They are interested in 
Good Teaching? , . • , , 

the great truths or revelation, but they are also 

interested in the Bible as a channel of such revelation. Their 
interest begets interest, and their classes acquire biblical knowl- 
edge as well as religious inspiration. Would any person 
acquainted with the work of such teachers question that its 
results are more permanent than any other sort of teaching ? 
Or that the pupils thus instructed are any more difficult to bring 
to a decision to lead religious lives, or are any more prone to 
indifference ? 

And, then, too, there is the steadily increasing number of 
Sunday schools in which a serious effort is being made to bring 
biblical instruction to the level, pedagogically speaking, of the 
day school — schools that grade, examine, actually teach their 
pupils. If the testimony that reaches us from such schools 
means anything, it is that throughout the entire body of pupils 
there is a deepening religious interest as well as a more thorough 
mastering of the Bible as a whole rather than of some particular 
texts. 

And then we have the Bible as its own best witness. Does 
not a suspicion of the advisability of better study of its contents 
approach a suspicion of the power of truth ? May it not be, if 
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young minds were less entertained, less exhorted, less filled 
with stories, less distracted with "methods," that they would 
Are We Afraid ' De tne more rea dy to appreciate the progressive 
that the Bible revelation whose record is so clear in the Scriptures? 
Is Religiously We have no quarrel with the institutionalizing of 
the Sunday school ; on the contrary, every attempt 
to awaken esprit de corps appears to us most advisable. But all 
this must subserve instruction. It should never be made an end 
in itself. Unless one has a supreme confidence in the power of 
divine truth to accomplish its mission, it is idle to attempt to 
teach. But if one has such confidence, and if teaching is really 
worth while, why not teach in the right way, why not organize a 
school in ways which experience has shown makes teaching the 
more effective ? 

It is not to be supposed that to make instruction in biblical 

matters thorough means to attempt to turn a Sunday school into 

a theological seminary. Thorough instruction means 

Thorough t ^ iat a cm lcl shall be taught as a child and a man as 

Biblical a man. Otherwise it would not be thorough. But 

Instruction one can see t jj e great results which proper biblical 
Accomplish ? 

instruction assures. It guarantees that the pupil 

shall be taught something that will be worth remembering 
and will be remembered ; that he shall be shown how to 
approach the Bible in ways he will not need to unlearn as 
soon as he begins to think seriously upon religious matters ; 
that he shall be told how to distinguish principles from rules, his- 
tory from poetry, fact from interpretation ; that he shall be taught 
to love and follow the truths of the Bible because they are true 
and worth following ; that he shall become acquainted with the 
Bible as literature in order that he may follow it as inspired of 
God ; that he shall learn to appreciate the historical process 
through which this inspiration has expressed itself in order that 
the permanence of truth shall be distinguished from its changing 
application ; and, finally, that he may be so affected by inspired 
teaching and inspired living that his own life shall grow into the 
likeness of the Christ he has met face to face in the pages of 
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the Gospels. There is a way in which these things may be 
accomplished, and that way is already blazed across education 
by modern pedagogy. Its methods are not needed because 
they are novel or a fad, but because they are based upon funda- 
mental psychological facts. They may need adjustment and 
supplementing in the field of religious education, but they are 
certain to accomplish the desired results if once they are 
adopted. Will such methods and such effects make against or 
for religious experience ? 

If the Bible is what we all believe it to be, there can be 
no danger in attempting to instruct young minds in its truths. 
Why Be K P e dagogy is worth anything, it is uneconomical 

Anxious, not to employ it in such instruction. If religious 

Then? truth has any power, there is no need to fear lest, 

if it be properly taught and properly studied, it will lose any of 
its capacity to bring boys and girls to a decision to stand for it 
and the God who gave it. 

Why be apprehensive lest a good tree should fail to bring 
forth good fruit ? 



